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Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory

bell hooks*

Feminism in the United States has never emerged from the women
who are most victimized by sexist oppression; women who are daily
beaten down, mentally, physically and spiritually—women who are
powerless to change their condition in life, They are a silent majority.
A mark of their victimization is that they accept their lot in life with-
out visible question, without organized protest, without collective
anger or rage. Betty Friedan’s The Feminine Mystique is still heralded
as having paved the way for contemporary feminist movement—it was
written as if these women did not exist. Friedan’s famous phrase, ‘the
problem that has no name’, often quoted to describe the condition
of women in this society, actually referred to the plight of a select
group of college-educated, middle- and upper-class, married white
women—housewives bored with leisure, with the home, with chil-
dren, with buying products, who wanted more out of life. [...] She
made her plight and the plight of white women like herself synonym-
ous with a condition affecting all American women. In so doing, she
deflected attention away from her classism, her racism, her sexist atti-
tudes towards the masses of American women. In the context of her
book, Friedan makes clear that the women she saw as victimized by
sexism were college-educated, white women who were compelled by
sexist conditioning to remain in the home. [. . .] Specific problems and
dilemmas of leisure-class white housewives were real concerns that
merited consideration and change but they were not the pressing polit-
ical concerns of masses of women. Masses of women were concerned
about economic survival, ethnic and racial discrimination, etc. [...] It
remains a useful discussion of the impact of sexist discrimination on a
select group of women. Examined from a different perspective, it can

* From bell hooks, ‘Black Women: Shaping Feminist Theory’, in Feminist Theory from
Margin to Centre (South End Press, 1984), 1-15, reprinted by permission of the publisher.
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also be seen as a case study of narcissism, insensitivity, sentimentality
and self-indulgence which reaches its peak when Friedan, in a chapter
titled “Progressive Dehumanization’, makes a comparison between the
psychological effects of isolation on white housewives and the impact
of confinement on the self-concept of prisoners in Nazi concentration
camps.!

[...] Like Friedan before them, white women who dominate femi-
nist discourse today rarely question whether or not their perspective
on women'’s reality is true to the lived experiences of women as a
collective group. Nor are they aware of the extent to which their per-
spectives reflect race and class biases, although there has been a greater
awareness of biases in recent years. Racism abounds in the writings
of white feminists, reinforcing white supremacy and negating the
possibility that women will bond politically across ethnic and racial
boundaries. Past feminist refusal to draw attention to and attack racial
hierarchies suppressed the link between race and class. Yet class struc-
ture in American society has been shaped by the racial politic of white
supremacy; it is only by analyzing racism and its function in capitalist
society that a thorough understanding of class relationships can
emerge. Class struggle is inextricably bound to the struggle to end
racism.

[...] White women who dominate feminist discourse, who for the
most part make and articulate feminist theory, have little or no under-
standing of white supremacy as a racial politic, of the psychological
impact of class, of their political status within a racist, sexist, capitalist
state. {. . .]

There is much evidence substantiating the reality that race and class
identity creates differences in quality of life, social status and lifestyle
that take precedence over the common experience women share—
differences which are rarely transcended. |. . .]

A central tenet of modern feminist thought has been the assertion
that ‘all women are oppressed’. This assertion implies that women
share a common lot, that factors like class, race, religion, sexual prefer-
ence, etc. do not create a diversity of experience that determines the
extent to which sexism will be an oppressive force in the lives of
individual women. Sexism as a system of domination is institutional-
ized but it has never determined in an absolute way the fate of all
women in this society. Being oppressed means the absence of choices. It is
the primary point of contact between the oppressed and the oppressor.
Many women in this society do have choices (as inadequate as they
are) therefore exploitation and discrimination are words that more
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accurately describe the lot of women collectively in the United States.
[...] There are oppressed women in the United States, and it is both
appropriate and necessary that we speak against such oppression. [. . .]
However, ferninist emphasis on ‘common oppression’ in the United
States was less a strategy for politicization than an appropriation by
conservative and liberal women of a radical political vocabulary that
masked the extent to which they shaped the movement so that it
addressed and promoted their class interests. [. . .]

Initially, radical participants in the women’s movement demanded
that women penetrate that isolation and create a space for contact.
Anthologies like Liberation Now, Wosmen'’s Liberation: Blueprint for the
Future, Class and Feminism, Radical Feminism and Sisterhood Is Power-
ful, all published in the early 1970s, contain articles that attempted to
address a wide audience of women, an audience that was not
exclusively white, middle-class, college-educated, and adult (many
have articles-on teenagers). [...] Women who were not opposed to
patriarchy, capitalism, classism or racism labeled themselves ‘feminist’.
Their expectations were varied. Privileged women wanted social equal-
ity with men of their class; some women wanted equal pay for equal
work; others wanted an alternative lifestyle. Many of these legitimate
concerns were easily co-opted by the ruling capitalist patriarchy. [. . .]

Feminists in the United States are aware of the contradictions. Carol
Ehrlich makes the point in her essay, “The Unhappy Marriage of Marx-
ism and Feminism: Can It Be Saved?’, that ‘feminism seems more and
more to have taken on a blind, safe, nonrevolutionary outlook’ as
‘ferninist radicalism loses ground to bourgeois feminism’, stressing
that ‘we cannot let this continue’.? [. . .]

It is no accident that feminist struggle has been so easily co-opted to
serve the interests of conservative and liberal feminists since feminism
in the United States has so far been a bourgeois ideology. [...] The
ideology of ‘competitive, atomistic liberal individualism’ has perme-
ated femninist thought to such an extent that it undermines the poten-
tial radicalism of feminist struggle. The usurpation of feminism by
bourgeois women to support their class interests has been to a very
grave extent justified by feminist theory as it has so far been conceived.
(For example, the ideology of ‘common oppression’.) Any movement
to resist the co-optation of feminist struggle must begin by intro-
ducing a different feminist perspective—a new theory—one that is not
informed by the ideology of liberal individualism.

The exclusionary practices of women who dominate feminist dis-
course have made it practically impossible for new and varied theories
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to emerge. Feminism has its party line and women who feel a need for
a different strategy, a different foundation, often find themselves
ostracized and silenced. [...] Non-white women who feel affirmed
within the current structure of feminist movement (even though they
may form autonomous groups) seem to also feel that their definitions
of the party line, whether on the issue of black feminism or on other
issues, is the only legitimate discourse. Rather than encourage a diver-
sity of voices, critical dialogue and controversy, they, like some white
women, seek to stifle dissent. As activists and writers whose work is
widely known, they act as if they are best able to judge whether other
women’s voices should be heard. [. . .]

We resist hegemonic dominance of feminist thought by insisting
that it is a theory in the making, that we must necessarily criticize,
question, re-examine and explore new possibilities. My persistent cri-
tique has been informed by my status as a member of an oppressed
group, experience of sexist exploitation and discrimination, and the
sense that prevailing feminist analysis has not been the force shaping
my feminist consciousness. This is true for many women. There are
white women who had never considered resisting male dominance
until the feminist movement created an awareness that they could and
should. My awareness of feminist struggle was stimulated by social
circumstances. Growing up in a Southern, black, father-dominated,
working class household, I experienced (as did my mother, my sisters
and my brother) varying degrees of patriarchal tyranny and it made
me angry—it made us all angry. Anger led me to question the politics
of male dominance and enabled me to resist sexist socialization. Fre-
quently, white feminists act as if black women did not know sexist
oppression existed until they voiced feminist sentiment. [. . .]

These black women observed white feminists focus on male tyranny
and women’s oppression as if it were a ‘new’ revelation and felt such a
focus had little impact on their lives. To them it was just another
indication of the privileged living conditions of middle- and upper-
class white women that they would need a theory to inform them that
they were ‘oppressed’. The implication being that people who are truly
oppressed know it even though they may not be engaged in organized
resistance or are unable to articulate in written form the nature of
their oppression. These black women saw nothing liberatory in party
line analyses of women’s oppression. Neither the fact that black
women have not organized collectively in huge numbers around the
issues of ‘feminism’ {many of us do not know or use the term) nor the
fact that we have not had access to the machinery of power that would
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allow us to share our analyses or theories about gender with the Amer-
ican public negate its presence in our lives or place us in a position of
dependency in relationship to those white and non-white feminists
who address a larger audience,

The understanding I had by age thirteen of patriarchal politics cre-
ated in me expectations of the feminist movement that were quite
different from those of young, middle-class, white women. When [
entered my first women’s studies class at Stanford University in the
early 1970s, white women were revelling in the joy of being together—
to them it was an important, momentous occasion. [ had not known a
life where women had not been together, where women had not
helped, protected and loved one another deeply. I had not known
white women who were ignorant of the impact of race and class on
their social status and consciousness. (Southern white women often
have a more realistic perspective on racism and classism than white
women in other areas of the United States.) I did not feel sympathetic
to white peers who maintained that I could not expect them to have
knowledge of or understand the life experiences of black women. Des-
pite my background (living in racially segregated communities) I
knew about the lives of white women, and certainly no white women
lived in our neighborhood, attended our schools or worked in our
homes.

[...] Frequently, college-educated black women (even those from
poor and working-class backgrounds) were dismissed as mere imita-
tors. Qur presence in movement activities did not count, as white
women were convinced that ‘real’ blackness meant speaking the patois
of poor black people being uneducated, streetwise and a variety of
other stereotypes. If we dared to criticize the movement or to assurne
responsibility for reshaping feminist ideas and introducing new ideas,
our voices were tuned out, dismissed, silenced. We could be heard only
if our statements echoed the sentiments of the dominant discourse.

Atternpts by white feminists to silence black women are rarely writ-
ten about. [...] Often the white women who are busy publishing
papers and books on ‘unlearning racism’ remain patronizing and
condescending when they relate to black women. This is not surpris-
ing given that frequently their discourse is aimed solely in the direc-
tion of a white audience and the focus solely on changing attitudes
rather than addressing racism in a historical and political context.
They make us the ‘objects’ of their privileged discourse on race. As
‘objects’, we remain unequals, inferiors. Even though they may be
sincerely concerned about racism, their methodology suggests they are
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not yet free of the type of paternalism endemic to white supremacist
ideology. Some of these women place themselves in the position of
‘authorities’ who must mediate communication between racist white
women (naturally they see themselves as having come to terms with
their racism) and angry black women whom they believe are incapable
of rational discourse. Of course, the system of racism, classism and
educational elitism remain intact if they are to maintain their authori-
tative positions. [. . .]

Racist stereotypes of the strong, superhuman black woman are
operative myths in the minds of many white women, allowing them to
ignore the extent to which black women are likely to be victimized in
this society and the role white women may play in the maintenance
and perpetuation of that victimization. In Lillian Hellman’s auto-
biographical work Pentimento, she writes, ‘All my life, beginning at
birth, I have taken orders from black women, wanting them and
resenting them, being superstitious the few times I disobeyed.” The
black women Hellman describes worked in her household as family
servants and their status was never that of an equal. Even as a child, she
was always in the dominant position as theggl.:;sltioned, advised or
guided her; they were free to exercise these tights because she or
another white authority figure allowed it. Hellman places power in the
hands of these black women rather than acknowledge her own power
over them; hence she mystifies the true nature of their relationship. By
projecting onto black women a mythical power and strength, white
women both promote a false image of themselves as powerless, passive
victims and deflect attention away from their aggressiveness, their
power (however limited in a white supremacist, male-dominated
state), their willingness to dominate and control others. These
unacknowledged aspects of the social status of many white women
prevent them from transcending racism and limit the scope of
their understanding of women’s overall social status in the United
States. [...]

As a group, black women are in an unusual position in this society,
for not only are we collectively at the bottom of the occupational
ladder, but our overall social status is lower than that of any other
group. Occupying such a position, we bear the brunt of sexist, racist
and classist oppression. At the same time, we are the group that has
not been socialized to assume the role of exploiter/oppressor in that
we are allowed no institutionalized ‘other’ that we can exploit or
oppress. (Children do not represent an institutionalized other even
though they may be oppressed by parents.) White women and black
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. men have it both ways. They can act as oppressor or be oppressed.
: . Black men may be victimized by racism, but sexism allows them to act
. as exploiters and oppressors of women. White women may be victim-
¥ ized by sexism, but racism enables them to act as exploiters and

oppressors of black people. Both groups have led liberation move-
ments that favor their interests and support the continued oppression
of other groups. Black male sexism has undermined struggles to eradi-
cate racism just as white female racism undermines feminist struggle.
As long as these two groups or any group defines liberation as gaining
social equality with ruling-class white men, they have a vested interest
in the continued exploitation and oppression of others.

Black women with no institutionalized ‘other’ that we may dis-
criminate against, exploit or oppress often have a lived experience that
directly challenges the prevailing classist, sexist, racist social structure
and its concomitant ideology. This lived experience may shape our
consciousness in such a way that our world view differs from those
who have a degree of privilege (however relative within the existing
system). It is essential for continued feminist struggle that black
women recognize the special vantage point our marginality gives us
and make use of this perspective to criticize the dominant racist, class-
ist, sexist hegemony as well as to envision and create a counter-
hegemony. I am suggesting that we have a central role to play in the
making of feminist theory and a contribution to offer that is unique
and valuable. The formation of a liberatory feminist theory and praxis
is a collective responsibility, one that must be shared. Though I criti-
cize aspects of the feminist movement as we have known it so far, a
critique which is sometimes harsh and unrelenting, I do so not in an
attempt to diminish feminist struggle but to enrich, to share in the
work of making a liberatory ideology and a liberatory movement.
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